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Abstract 
In parallel with the rapid development of Internet, the number of online language learning resources created for self-study seems 
to have overtaken print-based resources and more and more language teachers orientate their students towards language teaching 
websites so that these documents could have a support role outside the classroom. With regard to research focus, as some 
researchers rightly stated (i.e. Kong, 2009), educationists centered their focus, on the contrary, more on print-based teaching 
materials while linguistic and interactional features of websites are mostly disregarded. One possible reason of this would be the 
consideration of online learning materials are simple reproductions of their print-based counterparts which is not true because 
web-based and print-based materials are different tools. Readability of texts serving as online documents is one of the neglected 
features concerning language teaching websites. To examine if online textual materials are simple duplicates of print-based 
materials, the present study aims to compare French language teaching websites and textbooks in terms of their lexical density 
and clause length which are common criteria for readability. Results showed similarities regarding both clause length and lexical 
density between websites and traditional textbooks. Based on these results, practical implications that would be needed for the 
design of appropriate online instructional resources have been then discussed.  
1. Introduction 
Reading online has been the subject of many investigations (Chun, 2001; Garcia & Arias 2000; Kong 2009; Liou 
1997; Lomicka, 1998). While some text readability studies examined the relationship among particulars of Internet 
and learner motivation and performance, others dwelt on online reading from various aspects (Corbel & Gruba, 
2004; Glister, 1997; McNabb, Hassel, & Steiner, 2002; Snyder, 2002). In this context, readers’ comprehension of 
websites has been focused in some studies. For example, in a study conducted with English language learners, Dail 
(2003) found that, while reading online texts, learners did not use same strategies as those they employed during 
reading activities with printed documents. This paper aims to identify the similarities and differences of grammatical 
explanations found in online and printed materials in the sense of their properties of readability. 
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1.1. Differences of online and print reading  
There are differences between online and print reading in terms of their nature for reading practice. Reading a 
text on a computer screen is found more exigent than reading a printed material (Kong, 2009). Morkes and Nielsen 
(1997, as cited in Kong 2009) claim that individuals scan the computer screen instead of reading it. In another study, 
Nielsen (1997, as cited in Kong 2009)) found that online reading is approximately 25% slower than print reading.  
 
Grammar texts on internet for self-study are dissimilar to printed grammar texts in terms of discourse features 
such as individual words and sentences, sentences and paragraphs individually structured and in terms of layouts 
features such as headings, abbreviations, and lists individually bulleted, enumerated. This also creates difficulties in 
reading online (Lesikin, 2000).   
 
1.2. Clause length and lexical density 
Readability indicates the suitability of written materials to be easily read and understood (Richards & Schmidt 
2002). The average length of sentences and the frequency of difficult words are of some main factors determining 
text readability. Similarly, the readability of online texts is evaluated by sentence length and the frequency of 
difficult words. To understand the relationship between spoken and written languages which present different level 
of complexity, the term lexical density was used. For Halliday (1993), lexical density is a measure of the density of 
information in any passage of text, according to how tightly the lexical items (content words) have been packed into 
the grammatical structure (p. 76). Online text should carry fewer and less difficult words (Kong, 2009). Procedures 
to measure readability are known as readability formulae which consist of dividing the total number of clauses into 
the total number of lexical words.   
2. Methodology 
The corpus selected for the present study consisted of 15 websites and 10 textbooks for teaching French grammar 
to find out if their texts had similar or dissimilar features in terms of lexical density and clause length (see Appendix 
1). The main purpose of both corpora is to teach French as a foreign language.   
In the corpus, only the parts on relative clauses were chosen for analysis because, as Kong (2009) states, texts 
may differ from each other regarding the number of grammatical items which may receive different treatments and 
explanations. Besides, only the language of instruction was analyzed. All examples were excluded. Websites 
presenting grammatical explanations in a language other than French were also excluded.  
The texts were first analyzed concerning their lexical density and then their clause length. Following Kong 
(2009), clause length was preferred to sentence length because the latter can comprise many clauses while the 
former is a more central unit of meaning. A clause is defined by the existence of a finite or non-finite verb.  
3. Findings and discussion 
Results of this study clearly showed that French grammar teaching websites have twice as many words as do 
textbooks (average of 264.2 versus 123.7 words). The same stands for the number of clauses, namely the average 
number of clauses on websites was almost triply higher than that in textbooks (16.27 versus 5.7 clauses). 
Surprisingly, French language teaching websites, at least those existing in our corpus, give more explanations than 
do textbooks.  Based on these results, it can be concluded that the websites, with their high number of words and 
clauses, are more likely to present a difficult readability that the textbooks. As for why textbooks have fewer words 
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compared to websites, explanations coming to mind are that textbooks do not elaborate on grammatical 
explanations. They rather present a grammatical subject by giving sufficient examples.   
 
With regards to lexical density, results revealed that the websites were lexically much denser than the textbooks 
(average of 5.1 versus 3.98). As previously cited, Halliday (1993) argues that a text would be more difficult to 
understand if it has a much higher lexical density. Inversely, a text would be easier to understand if it has a less 
higher lexical density. In Halliday's terms, we can conclude that, compared to the textbooks, texts given by the 
French grammar teaching websites of the present study seem to be more difficult to understand. However, as Kong 
(2009) argued, online explanations ought to be formulated with lower lexical density given the difficulty of online 
reading because of its demanding nature.      
 
Websites seemed to maintain their superiority over textbooks in terms of clause length, another way to measure 
readability of texts. Indeed, they have distinctly longer clauses than the textbooks (average of 14.18 versus 9.50). 
When we take into account results of lexical density together with those concerning clause length, we can conclude 
that French grammar teaching websites are more difficult to understand than the textbooks. This high level of 
reading difficulty is not adequate considering the more demanding nature of online reading (Kong 2009). Kong 
explains the tendency of grammar teaching websites of English to create longer clauses overly jammed with 
(lexical) words by the wish to make websites more interesting with grammatical explanations which are remarkable 
and satisfactory. Based on our findings revealing that textbooks give less grammatical explanations than do 
websites, it is likely that this trend might also be caused by a wish to support textbooks by providing explanations 
and examples. 
4. Conclusions 
Based upon the findings of this study, it is quite apparent that website writers should be more attentive while 
creating reader-friendly texts for learners. Bearing in mind the demanding feature of reading online, they should 
avoid grammatical explanations with over length or lexically dense clauses. Teachers should analyze well before 
recommending to their students any of French grammar websites. And students should know that they may have to 
need printed and traditional grammatical texts when online texts of grammar seem to be quite difficult to 
understand.  
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Appendix 1. Sources of research samples  
 
 
 
 
Web sites 
 Title URL 
1 Bonjour de France http://www.bonjourdefrance.com/n8/cdm2.htm 
2 Centre Collégial de Développement Didactique http://www.ccdmd.qc.ca/media/allo_pron_dis_039Allophones.pdf 
3 Centro Linguistico di Ateneo http://claweb.cla.unipd.it/home/smazurelle/dynamots/a1/m3/gr_relatifs.html 
4 Espace Français http://www.espacefrancais.com/quiz/divers/pronoms-relatifs/quiz.htm 
5 Francés para todos en Utebo http://francesparatodosenutebo.blogspot.com/2010/03 
6 Français Facile http://www.francaisfacile.com/exercices/exercice-francais-2/exercice-francais-41289.php 
7 Français Langue et Culture http://www.orthogram.com/la_proposition_relative.html 
8 Global French Language http://www.french.ch/Lecon_21_pronoms_relatifs_complet.htm 
9 Intef http://platea.pntic.mec.es/cvera/hotpot/relatifs_qui_que.pdf 
10 Lisgar Alumni Association http://www.lisgar.net/zamor/Fran11/relatifs.html 
11 Ortholud.com http://www.ortholud.com/grammaire/proposition_subordonnee_relative/index.php 
12 Synapse Developpement http://www.synapse-fr.com/manuels/P_RELAT.htm 
13 tolearnfrench.com http://www.tolearnfrench.com/exercises/exercise-french-2/exercise-french-31128.php 
14 University of Calgary http://fis.ucalgary.ca/Elohka/qui_que.htm 
15 The University of Hong Kong http://www.french.hku.hk/starters/structures/07_relatifs.htm 
 
Textbooks 
1 Berger, D. & Spicacci, N. (2001)  Accord 1: Méthode de français (5th ed.).  Paris: Didier 
2 Gallier, T. & Grand-Clément, O. (2004)  Belleville 2 : Méthode de français. Paris : Clé International 
3 Girardet, J. & Pécheur, J. (2002) Campus 1 : Méthode de français. Paris : Clé International 
4 Monnerie-Goarin, A. & Siréjols, E. (1998)  Champion 1 : Méthode de français. Paris : Clé International 
5 Baylon, C., Campa A., Mestreit, C., Murillo, J., 
& Tost, M. (2000) 
Forum 1 : Méthode de français. Paris : Hachette 
6 Mérieux, R. & Loiseau, Y. (2008)  Latitudes 1 : Methode De Français. Paris: Didier 
7 Capelle, G. & Noëlle G. (1998) Reflets 1 : Méthode de français. Paris : Hachette 
8 Flumian, C., Labascoule, J. & Royer, C. (2004) Rond Point 1 : Méthode de français. Paris :Editions Maison des Langues 
9 Menand, R., Berthet, A. & Kirizian, V. (2003) Taxi ! 2 : Méthode de français. Paris : Hachette 
10 Augé, H., Canada Pujols, M.D., Marlhens, C. & 
Martin, L. (2005) 
Tout va bien ! 1 : Méthode de français. Paris : Clé International 
 
 
